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Unwrapping the Bundle:  
An Examination of Research 
Libraries and the “Big Deal”
Karla L. Strieb and Julia C. Blixrud
abstract: This study presents and analyzes the findings of a 2012 survey of member libraries 
belonging to the Association of Research Libraries (ARL) about publishers’ large journal bundles 
and compares the results to earlier surveys. The data illuminate five research questions: market 
penetration, journal bundle construction, collection format shifts, pricing models, and license terms. 
The structure of the product is still immature, particularly in defining content and developing 
sustainable pricing models. The typical “bundle” is something less than the full publisher’s list. 
Neither market studies nor market forces have produced a sustainable new strategy for pricing 
and selling e-journals. Finally, the data reveal a complex history of managing license terms.
Introduction
Licensed full-text journal packages have become a nearly universal component of academic library collections in the second decade of the twenty-first century. While publisher-delivered e-journal bundles have been part of library collections 
for fifteen years or more, they are still a lightning rod for critique and debate. Librarians 
observe that a few products account for a disproportionate share of costs,1 and com-
mercial publisher revenue reports continue to suggest that scholarly journals are among 
the most impressively profitable products produced in the free market.2
As a result of the 2007–2009 recession, many academic libraries have been under 
unusual—if not unprecedented—fiscal constraints, highlighting the problems of manag-
ing e-journal bundles, which are a costly and relatively inflexible information product. 
Yet, the large publishers’ e-bundles have presented a unique set of problems to libraries 
since their inception. This situation created an opportunity for the authors to gather 
current data on library licensing of large publisher journal bundles and to step back 
and look at how libraries’ experiences with large bundles have evolved over time and 
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through changing circumstances. The Association of Research Libraries (ARL) is well 
positioned to gather data from its membership on licensing of large e-journal packages 
and has done so several times over the past decade. These data, further contextualized 
by other published works, can be used to describe how core research collections have 
evolved and to look at how earlier concerns and expectations have proved prescient or 
shortsighted. 
This paper will report the findings of a 2012 survey of ARL member libraries and, 
where possible, compare the findings to earlier surveys conducted by ARL as well as 
other published studies. These information sources particularly inform the following 
research questions:
• What is the current market penetration of large e-journal bundles among large 
North American research libraries, and how has it changed over time?
• How has the nature of the “bundle” or “Big Deal” evolved since the launch of 
electronic journals?
• What has been the trajectory from the collecting of print to the acquisition or 
licensing of electronic-only materials?
• How have pricing models changed over time?
• How have licensing and contract terms evolved over time and through the eco-
nomic crisis?
The Emergence of Large Publisher Bundles
With the advent of the World Wide Web in the mid-1990s, many scholarly journal pub-
lishers began the process of creating digital, Web-delivered versions of their journals. 
From the outset of this development, commercial science, technical, and medical (STM) 
publishers launched business models licensing to libraries multi-title sets of the e-versions 
of the journals in their stables. Part of the initial appeal of the e-journal was the fact that 
there was little additional marginal cost for the publisher in providing access to digital 
copies of journals that fell outside the circle 
of a library’s historic subscriptions. Digital 
publishing was cost-effective because no 
added print production, handling, or deliv-
ery was required.3 While some alternative 
business models were studied (most notably 
through the Red Sage4 and Tulip5 projects), 
the predominant e-journal products quickly 
became a package representing either the 
publisher’s full title list or a large subset 
based on some sort of historic subscription 
pattern. In a period when inflation in science 
and technology journals had been a source 
of concern for decades,6 librarians viewed 
the advent of new e-journal products as a mixed blessing from the start. The benefits 
of offering journal article discovery and delivery in a networked digital environment 
The benefits of offering journal 
article discovery and delivery in 
a networked digital environment 
were obvious. At the same time, 
publishers gained opportunities 
to reduce production costs and 
increase prices while restricting 
uses such as interlibrary lending.
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were obvious. At the same time, publishers gained opportunities to reduce production 
costs and increase prices while restricting uses such as interlibrary lending. Research 
libraries exchanged ownership of their own copies of articles to licensing access to copies 
for a fixed period. Also worrisome was how issues such as ensuring long-term digital 
preservation would be addressed. 
Arguably, the seminal discussion of a set of emerging concerns around large com-
mercial publishers creating e-journal products was the 2001 article by Kenneth Frazier.7 
In “The Librarians’ Dilemma,” Frazier framed a set of issues as “the Big Deal,” which 
he defined in this way: “In the Big Deal, libraries agree to buy electronic access to all of 
a commercial publisher’s journals for a price based on current payments to that pub-
lisher, plus some increment. Under the terms of the contract, annual price increases are 
capped for a number of years.” The three issues Frazier highlighted were “enhanced 
loyalty,” “disintermediation,” and “changing the rules.” “Enhanced loyalty,” or perhaps 
enforced loyalty is more descriptive, referred to the difficulty libraries face in reducing 
costs and titles from their bundles. Both user loyalty and publishers’ ability to define 
their products as a bundle rather than aggregations of separately priced titles make it 
difficult for customers to reduce their expenditures or to remove content from the pub-
lisher product. “Disintermediation” of serial vendors, whose services had been integral 
to journal subscription management prior to the rise of bundled e-journals, was well 
underway by the time of Frazier’s article. Also under disintermediation, Frazier included 
efforts by publishers to inhibit the sharing of articles between libraries via interlibrary 
loan and the resulting erosion of libraries’ ability to count on one another to supply 
copies of articles. “Changing the rules” referred to the opportunity for stakeholders in 
a networked digital environment to reshape the practices of scholarly communication 
and to reconfigure the role of commercial journal publishing. For better or for worse, the 
labels of “bundle” and “Big Deal” have stuck to large publisher packages, and librarians 
continue to revisit many of the concerns Frazier articulated.
Another facet of the rise of e-journals has been the issue of rethinking print journal 
subscriptions. A great deal has been written describing a range of concerns with relin-
quishing the acquisition of print journals, covering issues from preservation to access.8 
Within the first decade of licensing e-journals, it was clear that libraries were in the pro-
cess of eliminating print subscriptions corresponding to licensed electronic collections.9 
A study by Roger Schonfeld, Donald King, Ann Okerson, and Eileen Gifford Fenton in 
2004 documented the substantial nonsubscription costs to libraries of both print and 
electronic formats, and further underlined the burdens of dual-format collecting.10 In 
2005, Cornell University Libraries in Ithaca, NY, hosted the Janus Conference to explore 
six key challenges in collection development, one of which was the full conversion to 
digital publishing. There, Ross Atkinson articulated a need for the library community 
to “accelerate the transition to digital publishing . . . We must send a clear message to 
publishers that we want digital now. We cannot simply wait until they are ready.”11 
A 2007 study by Richard Johnson and Judy Luther provided further insight into both 
librarian and publisher perspectives while documenting the varied opportunity costs 
and other expenses associated with retaining dual-format publishing (and collecting).12
The terms and conditions by which publishers make e-journal bundles available in 
research institutions were a major source of concern for libraries from the early days of 
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journal licensing.13 Serving large constituencies and complex organizational structures, 
e-journal bundles offered opportunities for easy access only insofar as restrictions were 
kept to a minimum. Negotiating not only 
prices but also—and perhaps more impor-
tantly—contract terms became a critical 
component in licensing Big Deals. 
Member Surveys Conducted by ARL
ARL Statistics has provided an ongoing source 
of information on serial expenditures and the 
impact of the rise of electronic journals in 
large libraries. In the mid-1990s, ARL began 
gathering information on electronic resource expenditures, which were growing rap-
idly.14 It was clear that large publisher packages of e-journals were significant drivers of 
both increases in serials costs overall and within the subset of electronic resources. In an 
environment of growing concern about the evolving “Big Deals,” ARL conducted two 
ad hoc surveys of its more than 120 member institutions in 2002 and 2003 that gathered 
exploratory data on costs, license terms, numbers of titles subscribed per publisher, 
formats collected, and date of initiating electronic journal subscriptions. Together, the 
two surveys highlighted some of the challenges of trying to gather consistent and inter-
pretable data from a diverse set of institutions about a rapidly changing set of products. 
In 2005, ARL conducted another ad hoc member survey, gathering information 
on 2006 subscriptions. This study attempted to avoid some problematic aspects of the 
survey design identified in the first surveys while providing data related to emerging 
concerns and enabling some comparison with the earlier surveys.15 At this point, many 
libraries had renegotiated contracts multiple times with publishers, and there was inter-
est in understanding whether greater experience on both sides of the negotiating table 
was having some effect. Also by this time, Jeffrey Gatten and Tom Sanville’s provoca-
tive article analyzing a potential retrenchment strategy for consortia had initiated a few 
conversations regarding whether the composition of large bundles could be changed.16 
By 2012, the time was ripe to conduct a third survey of ARL member libraries to 
determine how the environment had changed since 2006, particularly in response to 
the severe economic recession that commenced in 2007. In January 2009, the Interna-
tional Coalition of Library Consortia 
(ICOLC) issued a “Statement on the 
Global Economic Crisis and Its Impact 
on Consortial Licenses” that highlighted 
the dire effects of the recession. The 
ICOLC statement explored the reces-
sion’s implications for library acquisi-
tion or licensing of electronic resources 
negotiated as a consortium, including 
large publisher journal packages.17 ARL 
also issued a statement in early 2009 af-
The terms and conditions by 
which publishers make e-journal 
bundles available in research 
institutions were a major source 
of concern for libraries from the 
early days of journal licensing.
The economic crisis highlighted 
concerns with the inflexibility of 
bundle pricing models and called 
into question the affordability and 
sustainability of complete publisher 
packages.
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firming that the unfolding economic crisis severely impacted even the largest research 
libraries.18 Many institutions announced journal cancellation projects and issued public 
statements about their fiscal situations.19 Data gathered through ad hoc budget surveys 
documented the erosion of ARL members’ budgets for library materials in the wake 
of the recession.20 For instance, Charles Lowry in 2011 found that more than half of 
surveyed ARL libraries reported canceling journals in fiscal 2009–2010.21 The economic 
crisis highlighted concerns with the inflexibility of bundle pricing models and called 
into question the affordability and sustainability of complete publisher packages. 
With its 2012 survey on bundles in member libraries, ARL now has accumulated a 
set of data that provides a decade-long perspective on the large publisher bundle. This 
continuity of assembled data is unique in the breadth of topics and the span of time 
covered collectively by the surveys.22 These data provide many potential insights with 
regard to the questions identified in this article.
Data Gathering and Analysis Methods
The main source of the data reported in this paper is the 2012 ARL member survey. 
Where possible, the findings are presented with data from earlier ARL member surveys 
integrated into the reporting and analysis, since these have not previously appeared in 
a peer-reviewed source.23 This integration of findings allows a modest amount of what 
statisticians call time series analysis, which examines a set of data gathered sequentially. 
The key questions include adoption of licensed publisher bundles over time, transition-
ing from collecting print plus electronic versions to electronic-only collecting, and the 
acceptance or rejection of nondisclosure clauses. 
The 2012 survey was released to all ARL member institutions in the summer of 
2012, and data were gathered through September of that year. Responses were at the 
institutional level by publisher and covered contracts in effect for calendar year 2012 
content. The data presented here are factual and descriptive in nature. Perceptual data 
were not gathered.
To assist the reader in evaluating the quality of the data, brief information on re-
sponse rates for each survey is provided: 
• For 2002 licenses, data were gathered from 40 of the 124 (32 percent) ARL member 
libraries.
• For 2003 subscriptions, data were provided by 57 of the 124 (46 percent) ARL 
member libraries.
• For 2006 subscriptions, data were gathered for 89 of the 123 (72 percent) ARL 
member libraries.
• For 2012 subscriptions, data were assembled for licenses at 81 of 125 (65 percent) 
ARL member libraries.
The authors reviewed the original data files from the 2002, 2003, and 2006 surveys. A 
few reported figures differ slightly from those published previously.
While the ARL surveys provide an unusually consistent picture of the changing 
shape of licensing over time, the evolution of licensing inevitably poses challenges for 
comparisons. The publishers of interest changed over time as the market evolved. The 
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2002 survey gathered data on sixty publishers, reporting findings from the fourteen pub-
lishers with subscriptions that were most commonly held by the responding libraries. The 
2006 survey was designed to assemble data on a smaller list of publishers in an effort to 
improve response rates. The five largest publishers at the time were Blackwell Publishing, 
Reed Elsevier Group plc (Elsevier), Springer Science+Business Media (Springer), Taylor 
& Francis Group (Taylor & Francis), and John Wiley & Sons, Inc. (Wiley). By 2012, Wiley 
had acquired Blackwell to form Wiley-Blackwell, and the American Chemical Society 
(ACS), Nature Publishing Group (Nature), and Sage Publications (Sage) had grown in 
scale to justify their inclusion among the publishers of interest. 
The membership of ARL is stable, but it did vary slightly over the period of the 
surveys. Also, while response rates in the individual surveys were high, there was still 
substantial variation in which member institutions chose to respond to given surveys. 
This variation constrains the comparability of findings between surveys. In addition, 
as the concerns of the research library community evolved over time, the wording of 
comparable questions was not identical. The relevant questions from the instruments for 
the 2006 and 2012 surveys are reproduced in Appendix A and B, respectively, to assist 
the reader in assessing the validity of the comparison presented.
Another complexity of gathering data on journal licensing is that survey designers 
must determine whether to gather data corresponding to individual negotiations or 
individual institutions. The data from the ARL surveys repeatedly documented that con-
sortia representing many libraries conduct most 
large bundle licensing. A single negotiation 
might set the price for licensing annual access 
to a journal package for as few as a handful of 
libraries or for upward of fifty or more librar-
ies. In the case of Canadian libraries during the 
survey period, most negotiations for the prod-
ucts of interest were conducted at a national 
level. Since payments for these purchases were 
generally funded at the institutional level and 
the corresponding print collections were historically built at the institutional level, the 
ARL member surveys were designed to gather data at the institutional level. This means 
that multiple institutions could be reporting on a single negotiation or that a consortium 
could provide data on a publisher bundle on behalf of multiple institutions. 
The findings thus are largely descriptive. General observations on trends are reported 
and analyzed, in a few cases in the context of data sources other than the ARL surveys. 
The data from previous surveys were reexamined to ensure consistency in the reporting.
Findings and Analysis
Market Penetration and the Role of Consortia
Perhaps the most basic question addressed across all three surveys of ARL member 
libraries is the simple question of the proportion of libraries that reported licensing a 
package of publisher titles. Table 1 provides the data for the seven publishers covered 
in the 2012 survey, which are also the publishers most consistently reported across the 
ten years of the time series. 
The data from the ARL surveys 
repeatedly documented that 
consortia representing many 
libraries conduct most large 
bundle licensing.
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Obviously, by 2012, the large publisher package had become the overwhelming 
strategy research libraries used to purchase or license journal content. The simplicity of 
the presentation masks some important complexities and dynamics operating over the 
decade of the surveys. Response rates for the 2002 subscriptions were substantially lower 
than for the two subsequent surveys. It is possible that this low response rate reflects 
a responder bias in favor of institutions subscribing to bundles and inflated the appar-
ent subscription levels in 2002. Another factor clearly affecting adoption of publisher 
bundles was the pricing strategies used by publishers for their e-journals, which varied 
even for individual publishers over the survey period. Taylor & Francis, for instance, 
provided access to its e-journals free with corresponding print subscriptions in 2002. 
By 2006, Taylor & Francis had switched to a model where its e-journals were available 
only as a single package of all its titles. This change in models likely accounts for the 
precipitous drop in subscriptions visible in 2006. While Taylor & Francis was offering 
libraries more flexible e-journal packages by 2012, adoption rates are still noticeably 
depressed relative to those in 2002. 
All three surveys found that consortia negotiated substantial proportions of large 
publisher contracts. Table 2 shows the percentage of libraries with contracts that used 
consortia as their negotiators.
With the possible exception of Elsevier (where the variation between 2006 and 2012 
is probably too small to interpret), the practice of negotiating as a consortium increased 
consistently across the period of the three surveys. While no publisher seems to work 
exclusively through consortia, it is clear that such groups are the main negotiators of 
large publisher e-journal bundles, at least for the research library community.
Figure 1. ARL libraries licensing via consortia
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What Is the Bundle?
A key issue throughout the history of large publisher e-journal offerings has been the 
composition of the package. The “Big Deal” as articulated by Frazier emphasized the 
problems for libraries when the e-
journal bundle is defined as the full 
list of the publisher’s titles. Bundles 
defined as a full publisher list raise 
substantial questions about how to 
set a fair price and how libraries can 
reduce expenditures when there are 
neither separate prices for individual titles nor the ability to reduce expenses by dropping 
titles from a package. Unfortunately, in 2002, data on the size of bundles were gathered 
in a way that made interpretation and presentation of the information difficult. While 
it is clear in Mary Case’s 2004 study that some libraries picked up additional e-journal 
subscriptions relative to their print collections, it is impossible to determine what pro-
portion of subscriptions with any publisher ordered full title sets. The 2006 and 2012 
survey designs addressed this deficiency in allowing for some useful observations about 
the fate of the “Big Deal” full title list product over time.
Unfortunately, comparable data are available for only the four largest commercial 
publishers; however, these publishers generally have been the focus of scrutiny within 
the library community, and some interesting patterns are evident. For all four publish-
ers, research libraries appear to 
have pulled back from the “Big 
Deal” substantially. Even in the 
2006 data, it appears that the “Big 
Deal” was not a dominant market 
model among the largest publish-
ers. The unsuccessful efforts of 
Taylor & Francis to force full-list 
subscriptions into the market are 
visible by the low uptake in 2006 
(documented in Table 1), followed 
by the increase in uptake in 2012 when the company embraced more selective title list 
licenses. If there was momentum toward libraries adopting “Big Deals” in 2006, it ap-
pears that the vicissitudes of the intervening recession have pushed research libraries 
into more selective e-journal purchasing or licensing. 
Pricing Models
Pricing models are another issue that has been difficult to survey successfully, but it is 
also one where the patterns that have emerged over time diverge somewhat from the 
expectations of librarians and publishers in the 1990s. The 2012 data document that 
a single pricing model predominates, particularly among the multidisciplinary large 
commercial publishers. 
A key issue throughout the history of 
large publisher e-journal offerings has 
been the composition of the package.
If there was momentum toward libraries 
adopting “Big Deals” in 2006, it appears 
that the vicissitudes of the intervening 
recession have pushed research libraries 
into more selective e-journal purchasing 
or licensing.
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For the four largest consistently tracked publishers in 2012, most libraries reported 
that their pricing was still based on a historic expenditure figure inflated annually by 
negotiated increments. A distant minority relied on an aggregated list price and, for a few 
publishers with smaller title lists, tiered pricing had made some inroads. The 2006 survey 
did not gather comparable information, in part because the smaller set of publishers 
Figure 2. Pricing model structures for 2012 contracts
Table 4. 
Pricing model structures for 2012 contracts
                                             Historic        Aggregate        Tiered        Usage        Other/cannot        Response 
                                               spend        subscription                                                   disclose
American Chemical  
Society 15 21 19 0 11 66
Elsevier 43 5 0 0 8 56
Nature 7 16 21 1 6 51
Sage 39 9 6 1 13 68
Springer 53 7 1 0 10 71
Taylor & Francis 28 10 1 0 4 43
Wiley 49 4 1 0 14 72
Total responding      76
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covered in that survey consistently used similar models. In 2002, pricing models were 
framed somewhat differently because print and electronic pricing were largely bundled 
together in some way. A few publishers offered e-formats free with print subscriptions, 
others made available options to add e-formats to print subscriptions for an extra cost, 
and still others offered what was called “flipped pricing,” with print priced as an add-
on to electronic subscriptions. 
Print Collecting
A key facet of the development of e-journal collecting has been the transition away from 
print. ARL’s survey of 2002 subscriptions showed that acquisition of print materials 
was still central to collection building, although comments suggested that the switch to 
electronic-only subscriptions was looming for some institutions. E-journals were largely 
functioning as additions to print collections. By the time data were gathered on 2006 
subscriptions, the situation had changed considerably. Also between 2006 and 2012, the 
Janus Conference had changed the conversation 
within the research library community consider-
ably by highlighting the market-wide problems 
created by dual-format publishing. In the 2012 
survey, a key question had become how much 
print was still being collected when the digital 
format had become the focus of the large pub-
lisher packages.
Perhaps surprisingly, the ARL member 
survey in 2006 revealed that more than half of 
libraries with contracts for e-journal bundles 
were no longer collecting any of the equivalent 
print titles. While the data were not assembled 
in a directly comparable way, Case’s 2004 study and Table 1 showed that this was by no 
means the situation in 2002. Clearly, a rapid change occurred in the first half of the first 
decade of the twenty-first century within the research library community. By 2012, the 
adoption of e-journal collecting appears to be largely complete, with only seven libraries 
indicating that they bought print equivalents for a single publisher, Taylor & Francis. 
However, the most recent survey also showed that, for every publisher, many libraries 
continue to retain selected titles in print. 
The comments from the survey highlight that libraries’ purchasing of print is now 
highly selective; several libraries described collecting only a handful of titles. It is not 
clear from the comments why libraries retain print, whether because of issues with the 
electronic format of a particular title, concerns about preservation, or to meet the needs 
of small groups of users or perhaps even individual users.
License Terms
Beyond pricing, content, and format, another enduring concern arising from the shift 
to e-journal licensing instead of print purchasing has been the insertion of license terms 
that potentially conflict with long-standing library practices and values. The most fun-
Perhaps surprisingly, the 
ARL member survey in 2006 
revealed that more than half 
of libraries with contracts for 
e-journal bundles were no 
longer collecting any of the 
equivalent print titles.
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Table 6. 
ARL libraries collecting print copies of titles included in 2012 
contract
                                           2012                       2012                       2012                       2012                       2012 
Publisher                 Yes for all                 Yes for            Other/cannot        Responses                % yes 
                                                                         selected                disclose
American  
Chemical  
Society 0 12 1 53 23
Elsevier 0 18 2 49 37
Nature 0 20 2 47 43
Sage 0 18 1 56 32
Springer 0 21 5 51 41
Taylor & Francis 7 15 0 49 31
Wiley 0 20 1 59 34
Total responding    69 55
Figure 3. ARL libraries collecting print copies of the titles included in 2012 contract
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damental of these is the nondisclosure of license terms. Data on nondisclosure were 
gathered in all three survey cycles. 
While calls for avoiding nondisclosure clauses date to the beginnings of e-journal 
licensing,24 the survey data document fluctuations in behavior and policy. Unfortunately, 
the first member survey gathered licensing information at the institutional rather than 
the contract level. Those early data showed that most public institutions could legally 
sign contracts governed by a nondisclosure clause, with 65 percent asserting their abil-
ity to sign such contracts, while 82 percent of private institutions responding to the 
survey indicated that they regularly signed nondisclosure clauses. Recognizing that 
institutional policy permitted potentially wide acceptance of nondisclosure clauses, the 
survey covering 2006 contracts gathered data on whether specific contracts included 
nondisclosure clauses. The data showed that nondisclosure was highly variable by 
publisher, suggesting that at the time some publishers, particularly Wiley, were more 
actively seeking nondisclosure clauses. The 2012 survey gathered information both on 
policy and behavior. The two are somewhat out of sync. Some institutions were report-
ing on multiyear contracts that were signed prior to adoption of later policies to avoid 
nondisclosure in future contracts. At the institution level, fifty institutions indicated 
whether they had nondisclosure policies in place. Of those, 49 percent reported they 
had nondisclosure policies, and 51 percent reported no policy on nondisclosure. This 
perhaps explains the observation that while a few publishers achieved much lower 
acceptance of nondisclosure terms in 2012 than 2006, Elsevier and Springer seemed to 
attain relatively stable rates of acceptance of nondisclosure (albeit with a minority of 
their research library customers). There were some comments suggesting that institutions 
are increasingly adopting nondisclosure policies and, over time, rates of acceptance of 
these clauses may diminish.
Table 7. 
ARL libraries with nondisclosure agreements by publisher
                                          2006                       2006             2006                   2012                       2012              2012 
                                                    123 libraries surveyed                                      125 libraries surveyed 
Publisher                 Responses     Have agreement     %               Responses     Have agreement     %
American Chemical  
Society n/a n/a n/a 47 5 11
Elsevier 50 14 28 54 18 33
Nature n/a n/a n/a 35 7 20
Sage n/a n/a  51 14 27
Springer 36 6 17 52 11 21
Taylor & Francis 10 2 20 38 3 7.9
Wiley 61 37 61 54 14 26
Total responding 89  72 81  65
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Conclusions
Looking at a series of survey data over an extended time, both change and stasis tend to 
be thrown into high relief. On the one hand, a lengthy series may tend to overemphasize 
points of continuity by preferring to analyze data that are available for the entire time. 
Yet, within that continuity, identifiable variation becomes the focus of attention. While the 
most comparable data inevitably are selected for analysis and discussion, the differences 
in survey design partially reflect evolving perspectives on the situation. Some data are 
missing from the sequence because their importance changed over time. For instance, 
dual-format collecting evolved from a situation where print collecting predominated, 
with the licensing or acquisition of electronic materials representing an “add-on,” to a 
situation where libraries are actively minimizing their collecting of print. 
The other significant complication in looking at the series of surveys is the impact 
of consolidation among commercial publishers during the period. Several publishers 
with which libraries had contracts in 2002 no longer existed as separate entities in 2012. 
Kluwer, Academic Press, and Blackwell disappeared as commercial enterprises between 
surveys. Because another publishing company in the survey absorbed each, to some 
extent their “data” were subsumed in the next survey rather than eliminated from the 
study population. There is no way to “factor out” this problem in a statistical sense, but 
perhaps the reader can be reassured by observing that, at the license level, the purchas-
ing publishers tended to simply retain their existing license trajectory while bringing 
the newly acquired titles into their platform over time. 
Setting aside the various limitations and shortcomings of the ARL surveys individu-
ally as well as the time series, some general observations seem inarguable. The adoption 
of large publisher e-journal bundles is now mostly complete within the ARL popula-
tion. Feared or not, the large publisher journal packages dominate libraries’ licensed 
collections. And as successful as the bundles have been, consortia have emerged as the 
predominant mechanism for managing this key acquisition. 
However, the structure of the product is still clearly immature, particularly in the 
arena of defining content and developing sustainable pricing models. Over more than 
a decade, the composition of large publisher bundles has fluctuated surprisingly. Early 
expectations that content would stabilize relatively rapidly in a digital age (whether 
grounded in the optimistic belief that a digital world would broaden access to the full 
published literature or in the fear that libraries would have no ability to select less than 
a publishers’ full list) have proved short-
sighted. This is not to say that ARL found 
that libraries have been successful in reduc-
ing costs commensurate with reduction in 
the comprehensiveness of packages (since 
these studies gathered no data about price 
increases or reductions). There is reason to 
believe that libraries have reduced costs 
somewhat by trimming packages (as documented in news reports in the library and 
higher education press),25 but analyses of the use of titles within the Big Deals suggest 
that substantial reductions in cost are unlikely within most deals beyond elimination of a 
. . . substantial reductions in cost 
are unlikely within most deals 
beyond elimination of a certain 
modest margin of titles.
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certain modest margin of titles.26 While the typical “Big Deal” is something less than the 
full publisher list, it is not clear that most Big Deals cover a substantially smaller list or 
that successive pruning between contracts is feasible. Theodore Bergstrom suggests in a 
recent paper that an ongoing project to assemble licenses for large commercial publishers 
will report substantial differences in prices paid by different universities based on the 
cumulative effects of differential negotiating despite a common basis in historical print 
collections.27 There is a wide field here for further study comparing different deals and 
assessing occasions where price reductions have been achieved.
Initial optimism that a new pricing model tailored to the opportunities and charac-
teristics of digital journal publishing would emerge has not panned out. Neither the early 
market studies of the 1990s nor market forces acting over multiple negotiating cycles 
have produced a sustainable new strategy for pricing and selling the largest publisher 
packages of e-journals. Clearly, pricing based on the historical print subscriptions of 
decades past is not sustainable, but both libraries and publishers have work to do in 
finding viable new alternatives. 
Perhaps an even more surprising market failure has been the inability to date to 
free the publishing system from the costs of parallel print and electronic publishing, 
even though research libraries have largely ceased to collect print versions of licensed 
journals. The persistence of hybrid print and electronic publishing, despite the demise of 
wholesale print collecting, is a disappointment to many in the library community, given 
the documented costs of vestigial print production. It would seem that publishers and 
libraries both have an incentive to eliminate the costs of print publishing, and much ink 
has been consumed in articulating the 
readers’ embrace of electronic journals. 
Perhaps it is time to explore afresh what 
constraints on full electronic conversion 
remain at this stage in the evolution of 
scholarly journals.
In contrast, during the period of the 
ARL e-journal surveys, new open-access 
journals—largely freed of the costs of 
print production—have proliferated 
both in terms of number of titles and 
number of articles published.28 In light 
of lingering print equivalents for estab-
lished journals and historically based 
pricing models, it appears easier to deliver e-only publications with new funding models 
than to convert established titles and publishers to e-only publishing. The Sponsoring 
Consortium for Open Access Publishing in Particle Physics, known as SCOAP3, stands 
out as one unique effort to actively encourage the elimination of print production costs 
for the journals covered by the project, in addition to making them openly accessible.29 
Titles from a few of the largest publishers in the survey will be part of SCOAP3 and 
should serve as a test case for any issues emerging from eliminating their print format.
Some early worries around licensing terms persist despite vacillations over time, 
nondisclosure being one of them. While ARL issued a public statement in 2009 encour-
Perhaps an even more surprising 
market failure has been the inability 
to date to free the publishing system 
from the costs of parallel print and 
electronic publishing, even though 
research libraries have largely 
ceased to collect print versions of 
licensed journals.
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aging its members to refrain from signing nondisclosure or confidentiality clauses,30 
the survey responses for 2012 indicated that some libraries are still accepting those 
terms. Public institutions, however, may be assuming that laws requiring openness in 
government records will apply, and 
survey comments did signal that 
libraries were increasingly limiting 
acceptance of those clauses. 
The survey responses for 2012 
indicated that license provisions for 
interlibrary loan terms also continue 
to be a source of concern. The licenses 
presented by publishers can severely 
limit a library’s ability to lend digital 
works and often include a variety of 
clauses ranging from limited restrictions to complete prohibition of interlibrary loans. 
Preservation and retention of content after cancellation are becoming more standard 
features in licenses, and libraries are bringing to the negotiating table new clauses for 
open-access deposit and text or content mining. Model licenses and model clauses can 
serve as useful tools as these new issues arise.31 Future surveys may take a closer look at 
these and other emerging issues as research libraries continue to license the large corpus 
of journals provided by commercial publishers. 
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Appendix A
2006 Selected Survey Questions
These questions provided the data reported in this article. This survey covers the journal 
bundles of five specific publishers: Blackwell, Elsevier, Springer, Taylor & Francis, and 
Wiley.
The licenses presented by publishers 
can severely limit a library’s ability to 
lend digital works and often include a 
variety of clauses ranging from limited 
restrictions to complete prohibition of 
interlibrary loans.
Unwrapping the Bundle: An Examination of Research Libraries and the “Big Deal”606
• Please indicate whether your library (or a consortium on your library’s behalf) 
has licensed or is working on licensing access to a bundled collection of journals 
from any of these publishers for 2006.
• Is the bundled journal contract for your library handled through a consortium?
• Please indicate the extent of the bundle for each publisher with whom your library 
has or is working on a contract for 2006.
• Please indicate the formats that are included with each bundled collection of 
journals for 2006.
• Do any of the licenses for the bundled collections of journals include a nondis-
closure clause about the terms of the license?
Table 8. 
Please indicate whether your library (or a consortium on your 
library’s behalf) has licensed or is working on licensing access to 
a bundled collection of journals from any of these publishers for 
2006.
                                                                            Blackwell     Elsevier     Springer     Taylor & Francis     Wiley
Have licensed a  
bundle for 2006
Are working on a  
bundle license for 2006
Don’t have a bundle, just  
a title-by-title purchase agreement
Have no titles with this publisher
Table 9. 
Is the bundled journal contract for your library handled through 
a consortium?
                                                                            Blackwell     Elsevier     Springer     Taylor & Francis     Wiley
Yes
No
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Appendix B
2012 Selected Survey Questions
These questions from the 2012 ARL member survey produced the data reported in this 
article.
This survey covers the journal bundles of seven specific publishers: American Chemical 
Society, Elsevier (excluding Freedom Collection subscribers), Nature, Sage, Springer, 
Taylor & Francis, and Wiley.
• Please indicate if your library has a contract either directly or through consortia 
for some bundle of journals from each of the publishers below for 2012. Please 
check either Yes or No for each publisher.
• Is your 2012 bundled journal contract handled through a consortium?
• Please indicate the extent of the bundle for each publisher with whom your library 
has a contract for 2012. Your answer choices are:
 ° Answer A: All of the publisher’s titles
 °  Answer B: A subset of the publisher’s titles chosen collectively by the members 
of a consortium (or some subset of the members)
 ° Answer C: A subset of the publisher’s titles chosen by your institution or library
 ° Answer D: Don’t have a bundle, just a title-by-title purchase agreement
 ° Answer E: Cannot disclose.
• Please indicate the pricing model that most closely describes your 2012 contract.
• Did your library sign a nondisclosure clause covering the 2012 contract?
• Does your library collect print copies of the journal titles included in your 2012 
contract?
Table 12. 
Do any of the licenses for the bundled collections of journals 
include a nondisclosure clause about the terms of the license?
                                                                            Blackwell     Elsevier     Springer     Taylor & Francis     Wiley
Yes
No
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Table 13. 
Please indicate if your library has a contract either directly or 
through consortia for some bundle of journals from each of the 
publishers below for 2012. Please check either Yes or No for each 
publisher.
                   American          Elsevier          Nature          Sage          Springer          Taylor &          Wiley 
                   Chemical           (exclude                                                                                  Francis 
                Society (ACS)     Freedom  
                                                Collection)      
Yes
No
Table 14. 
Is your 2012 bundled journal contract handled through a 
consortium?
                   American          Elsevier          Nature          Sage          Springer          Taylor &          Wiley 
                   Chemical           (exclude                                                                                  Francis 
                Society (ACS)     Freedom  
                                                Collection)      
Yes
No
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Table 17. 
Does your library collect print copies of the journal titles included 
in your 2012 contract?
                            American          Elsevier          Nature          Sage          Springer          Taylor &          Wiley 
                            Chemical           (exclude                                                                                  Francis 
                         Society (ACS)     Freedom  
                                                         Collection)      
Yes, for all  
titles in the  
bundle
Yes, for  
selected  
titles in the  
bundle
No
Cannot  
disclose
Table 18. 
Did your library sign a nondisclosure clause covering the 2012 
contract?
                            American          Elsevier          Nature          Sage          Springer          Taylor &          Wiley 
                            Chemical           (exclude                                                                                  Francis 
                         Society (ACS)     Freedom  
                                                         Collection)      
Yes
No
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